Lin Dai-yu lived in a society where love was not a necessary or even a desirable prelude to marriage. In eighteenth-century China, marriage was a transaction involving the families of the bride and groom. While the interests of the young couple themselves might not be ignored totally, neither were their interests paramount. Furthermore, among the upper classes, female seclusion was such that a woman might not even see her husband until her wedding night. Chastity was celebrated as chief among the female virtues: women who went to extraordinary lengths to defend their chastity (up to and including suicide) were commemorated in local histories. It is no wonder that Lin Dai-yu sought refuge in the reading of romances.4
Dream of the Red Chamber, first published in 1792, is one of the masterworks of the Chinese novel. In 120 chapters, it juxtaposes an allegorical structure with a day-to-day description of the decline of the house of Jia.5 Central to the framing allegory is the assertion that human passion is illusion. The tension between allegory and realistic depiction is mirrored in a couplet that recurs in the novel, inscribed on an arch proclaiming entry into the "Land of Illusion." The couplet reads:
Truth becomes fiction when the fiction's true; Real becomes not-real when the unreal's real.6
As we shall see, Dai-yu uses fiction to interpret her emotional life. The illusion of desire is seen refracted through the mirror of the illusion of fiction.
The action of the Red Chamber centers around the character of Jia Bao-yu, the adolescent scion of the house of Jia, and his young female cousins, the most important of whom are Lin Dai-yu and Xue Bao-chai. For much of the novel, Bao-yu, his cousins, sisters, and their maids live in dwellings in a garden at some remove from the supervision of their elders, where they live a life of ease burdened neither by the responsibilities of adulthood nor the restrictions of childhood. Bao-yu and his companions in the garden are adolescents who occupy a twilight world between childhood and adulthood. (At the beginning of the novel Bao-yu is thirteen; Dai-yu is two years younger.) The novel charts the progress of these charmed adolescents toward adulthood, a progress portrayed as a fall from grace.
The crucial ritual that will signify the transition to adulthood is marriage, and the essential plot revolves around which of the cousins, Dai-yu or Bao-chai, will marry Bao-yu. The tragedy of the novel is that, according to the allegorical structure of the novel, Dai-yu cannot marry Bao-yu. She is the human incarnation of the Crimson Pearl Flower, and Bao-yu that of the Divine Luminescent Stone. Because the Stone had watered the Flower, saving her life, the human Dai-yu owes Bao-yu a debt of tears. The allegorical structure enters the narrative several times during the novel, perhaps most prominently in chapter 5, in which the immortal Disenchantment reveals to Bao-yu the future fates of the most important female characters in the novel, fates that are inextricably linked with his own. Bao-yu does not understand the meaning of the poems that delineate each character's fate, but the reader does. The prophecy of a marriage between gold and jade (implying Bao-chai and Bao-yu) is first referred to in a song tellingly entitled "The Mistaken Marriage" (Zhong shen wu), thereby predicting that Bao-yu will marry Bao-chai, the wrong cousin. The prophecy recurs at several points throughout the novel. This tension between the allegorical mode that places strict demands on plot development and a diurnal realism that seems to leave the question of the marriage open-ended is one of the sources of the power of the novel.
Bao-chai and Bao-yu do marry. However, the marriage takes place at almost the precise moment of Dai-yu's death, and Bao-yu, half-mad, has been duped into thinking that it is Dai-yu he is marrying. The marriage is thus a perversion of the youthful dreams of all three of the cousins. Indeed, marriage in the novel almost never implies happiness. One by one, beginning with Xi-chun, the young women of the garden marry and leave. Their marriages decimate the garden and diminish its gaiety, but, more significantly, the marriages represent for the girls a fall from the idyllic state of the garden. Marriage does not mean a happy ending. Bao-yu himself regards marriage as polluting a woman. In chapter 59 the maid Swallow quotes him as having said: "A girl before she marries is like a priceless pearl, but once she marries the pearl loses its lustre and develops all sorts of disagreeable flaws" (chap. 59; Hawkes, 3:138-39). Bao-yu's enchantment is an enchantment with the virginal, with women before their abstract sexuality is diluted by contact with men. He is entranced by the adolescent, by girls who have not yet taken on adult responsibilities.
The connection between sexuality and adulthood is made clear by the immortal Disenchantment in chapter 5. When she, somewhat improbably, tells Bao-yu that he is the most lustful person she has ever known, he protests his innocence: "I'm still young and don't even know what sort of thing lust (yin) is." She grants that his lust is not a common vulgar sort but maintains that it is nonetheless lust. She then provides him with a dream-bride, her sister Ke-qing, to awaken him to the illusion of sexuality. Disenchantment describes the charge laid upon her by the Jia ancestors: "Could you perhaps initiate him in the pleasures of the flesh and all that sort of thing in such a way as to shock the silliness out of him? In that way he might stand a chance of escaping some of the traps that people fall into and be able to devote himself single-mindedly to the serious things of life" (chap. 5; Hawkes, 1:137). This sexual initiation ought to lead to adulthood. Yet Bao-yu remains preternaturally unenlightened: he fails to comprehend the dream, which predicts the course of the rest of the novel, and, despite the fact that he later rehearses the lessons of love that he learned from the dream-bride with a human mate, he retains an innocence of sexuality and its implications.
This innocence is underscored by the androgyny of the garden. Normally in Chinese lore, gender confusion is symbolic of larger disorder: it is a blurring of the distinctions that make social order possible.7 However, in Red Chamber the gender confusions (especially those involving Bao-yu) symbolize Bao-yu's refusal to take his place in a masculine world that is portrayed as crude and corrupt. Bao-yu's preference for the feminine was evident early in his life. As an infant, when an array of objects was set out in front of him to determine where his inclinations for the future lay, he ignored those objects associated with male careers and instead picked up rouge, powder-boxes, hair-ornaments, and bangles That all of the girls in the garden will marry and leave casts an air of melancholy and latent sexuality on events in the garden. The garden is a place of innocence, but there hovers over it an aura of unresolved sexuality. The innocence of the garden is transitory, and as the novel progresses, there are a series of rude shocks to that innocence, beginning with the discovery of a purse with pornographic scenes embroidered on it (chap. 73). The discovery of the purse prompts a search of the garden that turns up no more pornography but does expose a love affair involving the maid Chess. Sexual scandal or the threat thereof is one of the ways in which the crude adult world impinges upon the idyll of the garden.
The behavior of the adolescent young ladies in the garden is above reproach, but because they are half children, half adults, an aura of incipient sexuality hangs over them. It is a sexuality that Dai-yu perceives and Bao-yu does not. Much of the pattern of their intimacy was established when they were still children, that is to say, sexually innocent. They sleep in the same bed, share confidences, and have the easy intimacy of family members. Bao-yu, though giving little thought to the future, assumes that he will marry Dai-yu. Dai-yu, for her part, despairs of the future. Marriage to a man other than Bao-yu is a fate nearly unimaginable, as the unhappy marriages of the other girls from the garden show. Yet Dai-yu has no confidence that she will marry Bao-yu. All too conscious of her orphaned state, she perceives that there is no one who can act on her behalf in negotiating a marriage with Bao-yu. Moreover, she takes seriously the prophecy of the marriage of gold and jade, and interprets Bao-chai's gold locket and Bao-yu's jade stone as talismans demonstrating that their owners will fulfill the prophecy and marry. In the absence of a properly negotiated marriage, all that could ensue from acknowledged sexual attraction between Bao-yu and Dai-yu would be sexual scandal. That a childhood friendship might blossom into an adolescent romance is clearly shown in chapters 71 and 72, where the maid Chess is discovered in the arms of a childhood sweetheart. The affair comes to no good; her cowardly lover flees and Chess, banished from the garden under the domination of bullying maids (chap. 77), ultimately kills herself (chap. 92). Childhood innocence is transitory; it is an artifact of time rather than a state with lasting moral consequences.
Dai-yu's perception that there are dangerous sexual possibilities where Bao-yu sees none is shown in the course of a quarrel when she exclaims, "Take your hands off of me! We're not children anymore. You really can't go on mauling me about like this all the time. Don't you understand anything-?" (chap. 30; Hawkes, 2:96). Aroma, Bao-yu's maid, also fears sexual scandal as a result of the growing attachment between the young cousins. Bao-yu, in a trance, makes a profession of his love to Dai-yu. He speaks his sentiments aloud and Aroma overhears him. Aroma, who was Bao-yu's sexual partner as well as his serving maid, is puzzled by the ardor of his professions, until she realizes that they were intended not for her but for Dai-yu: "She reflected with some alarm that if things between them were as his words seemed to indicate, there was every likelihood of an ugly scandal developing, and wondered how she could arrange matters to prevent it" (chap. 32, Hawkes, 2:135). Aroma, more worldly by far than Dai-yu, does not need the eyes of the romance to see evidence of budding sexuality and its dangers.
Cui Ying-ying, the central character in Romance of the Western Chamber, is an unlikely candidate for emulation by a proper young woman of the upper classes. The story of Ying-ying had its origins in a ninth-century tale by Yuan Zhen, in which the scholar Zhang (assumed by some to be Yuan Zhen himself) falls in love with and seduces Cui Ying-ying. He ultimately abandons her, and they each marry someone else. Later authors were entranced by the tale but found the ending unsatisfactory. The Dong xi xiang (Master Dong's western chamber romance) provided the lovers with a happy ending.9 This happy ending was retained in the Yuan drama Xi xiangji by Wang Shi-fu. The plot of Wang Shi-fu's drama is, briefly, as follows: the scholar Zhang and Cui Ying-ying fall in love. He saves her family from bandits, and so her widowed mother promises her to him in marriage. But the mother reneges on her promise because her late husband had already arranged a betrothal for the girl. The young couple, prodded by Ying-ying's maid Hong-niang, make love. When the affair is discovered, they are permitted to marry, provided that Zhang succeeds in the civil service exams. He does, and the drama ends happily.'?
Romance of the Western Chamber, though now clearly regarded as one of the masterworks of Chinese drama, has not always been regarded as respectable. The language of the play is passionate and erotic, and the details of the seduction are explicit. The heroine, a well-bred young woman, is a willing conspirator in her own seduction; moreover, neither she nor her seducer is punished. It is no wonder that the play was regarded as scandalous in some circles. strained, remains unambiguous: the ending (though perhaps less unambiguous) remains happy.
The play was, as we shall soon see, both performed and read in the Jia household. The first mention of the play occurs in chapter 23, when the thirteen-year-old Bao-yu is overcome by a vague and undefined ennui. Tealeaf, his servant, is at a loss as to how to rouse his master from his uncharacteristic spiritless state. He goes out and buys books "of a kind Bao-yu never heard about," including biographies of famous beauties and Romance of the Western Chamber. The titillating books provide initiation for Bao-yu into the world of romance, though not his first exposure to sex. The romances, in their portrayal of sexual love, represent the world of illusion that the immortal Disenchantment was at such futile pains to warn Bao-yu against in the dream in chapter 5, and he is completely enraptured by them.
Bao-yu is cautioned to keep the books hidden, but he leaves a copy of Western Chamber lying about. Dai-yu finds it and reads it: "The more she read, the more she liked it, and before very long she had read several acts. She felt the power of the words and their lingering fragrance. Long after she had finished reading, when she had laid down the book and was sitting there rapt and silent, the lines continued to ring on in her head" (chap. 23; Hawkes, 1:464). Dai-yu is entranced by the power of the play. From this point on, lines from Western Chamber form an important motif in dialogue between Dai-yu and Bao-yu, as when Bao-yu teasingly refers to himself and his cousin as analogues to the main characters of the play: "I am the one who is 'full of sickness and woe' And yours is that 'face which topples kingdoms.' "16 A face that could topple kingdoms is a standard reference to beauty; but it is a dangerous beauty with erotic aspects-a concubine who distracts her master so that he neglects affairs of state, a Xi-shi or a Yang Gui-fei.'7 It is a compliment about which a well-bred young lady might well feel ambivalent. Dai-yu becomes extremely angry, describing his speech as "nonsense for which he deserves to drop 16 Here my translation varies from that of Hawkes. He simply has Bao-yu cite the lines from Western Chamber. In the original, Bao-yu makes the equation between himself and Zhang on the one hand, and Ying-ying and Dai-yu on the other, specific, as shown in my modified translation. The exact quotation which Bao-yu has appropriated is: "How could I, full of sickness and woe, / Withstand the face that could kingdoms overthrow?" (I:iv).
17 Xi-shi is a famous beauty of the Warring States period, Yang Gui-fei, of the Tang dynasty.
dead" (gai si de hu shuo), characterizing the citations as lewd (yin), and threatening to tell on him. Only his charmingly abject apology returns her to her good humor. Restored to playful good spirits, she in turn insults him with lines drawn from near the end of the play, likening him to a sprout that bears no fruit and a wax counterfeit of a silver sword. Dai-yu's insult is derived from a passage in which Hong-niang is berating Zhang for his cowardice in confronting Madame Cui about her change of heart about the marriage (IV:ii). The danger of the beautiful woman is paired with the ineffectuality of her suitor.
Later in the same chapter, after Dai-yu and Bao-yu have completed burying fallen blossoms (the sensitive Dai-yu is depressed by the thought of the petals being stepped on or muddied: their burial preserves their purity), fragments of melancholy poetry flit through Dai-yu's mind. The final couplet she recalls is from Western Chamber: The poem she cites is the opening of the poem that Ying-ying sends to Zhang to invite him to the rendezvous where they will make love. Dai-yu's words that a beautiful woman has an unfortunate fate echo a phrase in the very next scene of the play, when Ying-ying is lamenting her mother's change of heart about her marriage. The unhappy fate of the beautiful woman (jia ren) is linked in the next line with the weakness of the talented man (cai zi; II:iv). The overt meaning of the lines stresses Dai-yu's loneliness and links her solitary situation to that of Ying-ying. But the function of the lines in Western Chamberas a summons to a lover gives another dimension to Dai-yu's lament: she is not only without kin, she is without a lover. Bao-yu comments that in the past Dai-yu would have been deeply offended by his reference to the play; she responds that in the past she regarded Bao-chai as two-faced but now knows better. This exchange implies that it is not the references to the play itself that have offended Dai-yu, but rather the resonances between Yingying's fate and her own that cause offense.
It is not only eroticism that Dai-yu learns of from novels. Earlier in the novel we are shown how fiction reinforces her ideas about fate and causality: Now Dai-yu had observed that in the romances which Bao-yu smuggled in to her and of which she was nowadays an avid consumer, it was always some trinket or small object of clothing or jewellery-a pair of lovebirds, a male and a female phoenix, a jade ring, a gold buckle, a silken handkerchief, an embroidered belt or what not-that brought the heroes and heroines (cai zi jia ren) together. And since the fate and future happiness of those fortunate beings seemed to depend wholly on the instrumentality of such trifling objects, it was natural for her to suppose that Bao-yu's acquisition of the gold kylin would become the occasion of a dramatic rupture with her and the beginning of an association with Xiang-yun in which he and Xiang-yun would do together all those delightful things that she had read about in the romances. [Chap. 32; Hawkes, 2:131] Xiang-yun proves not to be a serious rival for Bao-yu's affection, but Bao-chai is. In the eyes of Dai-yu the signifier that Bao-chai and Bao-yu are meant for one another is Bao-chai's possession of a gold necklace, a match to Bao-yu's jade. The logic of the romance becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. Fears that Bao-yu will marry someone else destroy Dai-yu's health; it is her frail health that finally makes his family decide that he must marry someone else.
Dai-yu regards the activities portrayed in the romances as delightful and dangerous. This ambivalence is shared by other members of the Jia household. Grandmother Jia approves of neither romantic drama nor of fiction, though she confesses to a furtive enjoyment of both. In chapter 54 she voices her objections to romance: it is immoral and it is false. Romances are objectionable because in them as soon as a handsome young man appears on the scene, well-bred young ladies carry on in a scandalous manner, forgetting their parents, forgetting propriety. But the scandalous behavior rings false to Grandmother Jia. She says that any well-born young lady with a well-educated mother would be surrounded at all times by nannies and maids: the opportunity for sexual dalliance simply would not occur. Maids (such as Hong-niang in Western Chamber) play an active role in bringing the lovers together. Where, Grandmother Jia wonders, were all of the other servants while the affair was taking place? Grandmother Jia concludes by saying that she does not allow such stories in her house, except for when the girls are out of earshot. That the scandalous and unrealistic behavior of the young women in the romances might serve as an inappropriate model for her own young ladies is clearly on Grandmother Jia's mind. Yet shortly after her tirade on fiction, with its oblique condemnation of Western Chamber, she orders that the scene "Hui-ming delivers the letter" from Western Chamber be performed by Althee, an ingenue in permanent employ of the household. Later, when Parfumee, another of the actresses, is sobbing after she has been beaten by her foster mother, the maid Musk says, "I must say, you don't look much like Cui Ying-ying at the moment. Reddie (Hong-niang) after her beating, though: now that's a part you could play without having to make up for it." Thus it seems that Western Chamber was part of the standard fare of the acting troupe's repertoire in the Jia household (chap. 58; Hawkes, 3:129).
It is not only the senior generation of the Jia household who perceive the dangerous allure of drama. In chapter 42, in their famous reconciliation scene, Bao-chai chastizes Dai-yu for having used quotations from The Peony Pavilion and Western Chamber in a drinking game.25 In order to criticize the use of quotations, Bao-chai must of course first recognize them. She confesses that as a child of seven or eight she had been "a real terror" and had read plays. But the more mature Bao-chai realizes the dangerous nature of the plays. She cautions Dai-yu, saying, "Let us confine ourselves to good, improving books; let us avoid like the plague those pernicious works of fiction, which so undermine the character that in the end it is past reclaiming" (chap. 41, Hawkes, 2:333-34). This advice convinces Dai-yu that, contrary to her previous impression, Bao-chai does indeed have her (Dai-yu's) best interest at heart. Dai-yu herself is all too aware of the pernicious influence the tantalizing romance presents.
The world of the tantalizing romance is far from the world that Lin Dai-yu occupies, and part of the function of the repeated references to the romance is to serve as a marker of that distance. Dream of the Red Chamber is heir to the tradition of scholar-beauty romances, but the inheritance has been utterly transformed. The drama serves to call up a set of expectations in the mind of the reader that the novel then confounds. In the opening scenes in the first chapter of the novel, the narrator of Red Chamber makes explicit reference to traditional romances, from which it sets itself apart. The framing allegory of the novel describes the entire text of the novel as having been inscribed on a stone, which Brother Vanitas transcribes onto a more conventional medium. When Vanitas shows skepticism of the value of the novel, the stone replies:
Your so-called "historical romances," consisting, as they do, of scandalous anecdotes about statesmen and emperors of bygone days and scabrous attacks on the reputations of long-dead gentlewomen, contain more wickedness and immorality than I care to mention. Still worse is the "erotic novel," by whose filthy obscenities our young folk are all too easily corrupted. And the "boudoir romances," those dreary stereotypes with their volume after volume all pitched on the same note and their different characters undistinguishable, except by name (all those ideally beautiful young ladies and ideally eligible young bachelors)-even they seem unable to avoid descending sooner or later into indecency. [Chap. 1; Hawkes, 1:49-50] Vanitas rereads the novel and finds that "its main theme was love; that it consisted quite simply of a true record of real events; and that it was entirely free from any tendency to deprave and corrupt. He therefore copied it all out from beginning to end and took it back with him to look for a publisher" (chap. 1; Hawkes, 1:51). Vanitas's assertion that the novel is a true record of real events is a part of the complex play between reality and illusion so fundamental to the novel. Thus the reader is from the outset made aware of ways in which Red Chamber aspires to move beyond the genre of romantic fiction.26
Katherine Carlitz has described the ways in which drama and traditional romances serve as framing devices for the sixteenthcentury novel Jin ping mei. Drama sets up expectations that the novel then confounds. Tales ing neither her nor her lover, indeed by allowing them a happy ending. Xu suggests that Bao-yu and Dai-yu, in their admiration for the play, demonstrate an oblique longing for the same kind of freedom.28 Nonetheless, for all the centrality of the marriage issue, Dream of the Red Chamber is not a marriage romance: the novel is not about the choice of a mate. Dai-yu and Bao-yu are not free agents. They are bound not only by the constraints of a feudal family system but also by the allegorical structure of the novel in which they appear. The problems raised by human passion in the novel are not merely social. In a world where passion is the product of illusion, there can be no happy love stories, as the immortal Disenchantment tries to show Bao-yu in chapter 5.
That Ying-ying and scholar Zhang successfully defy convention serves to underscore the limitations of Dai-yu's situation. Yingying, a figure of considerable allure to Dai-yu, presents a compelling image of happiness and danger. Dai-yu refers to Western Chamber as a "crude disgusting book" but at the same time envies Xiang-yun for her imagined future with Bao-yu, where the two of them would "do all of those delightful things that she had read about in the romances" (chap. 32; Hawkes, 2:131). Like Rachel Brownstein's reader of Jane Austen, Dai-yu's expectations are formed by the romance. Yet Dai-yu does not confuse romance with the reality of her life. The happy ending that awaits the heroine of the romance does not, she fears, await her. The rather facile happy ending of Western Chamber serves to stress the complexity and subtlety of Red Chamber. Dai-yu identifies with Ying-ying, but it is an identification that, in the world of action and consequences, might have fearsome results. Ying-ying enables Dai-yu to put a name on fears that might otherwise remain formless: she is afraid of becoming the heroine in a scandalous romance.
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